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Abstract 
Innovation has become critical for nations, organizations and individuals in an increasingly complex and challenging 
world. Leaders responsible for innovation need to be competent in making innovation happen, yet many acknowledge 
that they are not sure that their practices would yield success. The competencies for innovation leadership may differ 
from those used before to craft and achieve business goals. Research on innovation leadership competencies appears 
to be limited and fragmented with little evidence of a cumulative and coherent body of knowledge emerging on the 
topic. While contributions to the body of knowledge are increasing, the emphasis appears to be discipline- or 
element-specific rather than a comprehensive or systemic review of the underpinning competencies required for 
success. This article proposes a competency profile for innovation leaders derived from research in a South African 
science-based research and innovation organization. This profile includes competencies identified in a core sample of 
leaders whose leadership resulted in the creation of new knowledge or inventions, and the adoption of these by 
intended recipients in commercial and non-commercial or public good applications. The research started with a list of 
leadership competencies from multiple sources, including best-selling authors, commercially available leadership 
development programs, researcher observations and respondent inputs. Respondents completed a questionnaire to 
indicate their perceived significance of the competencies in the performance of successful innovation leaders. The 
resulting profile proposes a framework which may become a validated model through further research. Stakeholders 
who may benefit from these insights, include innovation leaders themselves, those who appoint such leaders to drive 
innovation, and those who provide learning and development to such leaders. 
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1. Introduction 
“Innovate or Die” is the title of a Tom Peters video released in 1997 to signal the growing significance 
of innovation in business [1]. Innovation has become a critical competency for leaders operating in a 
world surrounded by challenges that require new thinking and solutions. Innovation is increasingly being 
acknowledged as a strategic imperative for sustainability and differentiation [2],[3],[4],[5]. 
 
Those with leadership responsibilities face an evolving range of challenges and opportunities that require 
unprecedented creativity and successful implementation of innovative solutions. An apparently endless 
stream of political, social, economic, technological, environmental and competitive pressures affect the 
globe, regions, nations, industries and nearly every other manifestation of human endeavor. Only urgent, 
transformative action can avoid worst-case scenarios [6]. 
 
Most of these challenges are highly complex by nature, interrelated and they require more than quick 
fixes at the level of single elements. They are real and relevant, rather than imaginary and abstract. 
“Business as usual” practices are unlikely to produce the needed solutions [7]. 
UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon challenged the 2011 World Economic Forum at Davos to apply 
revolutionary thinking and innovation to the challenges of our time. “How do we lift people out of 
poverty while protecting the planet and ecosystems that support economic growth? How do we regain the 
balance? These issues require rethinking, revolutionary thinking and revolutionary action. Leaders who 
spark innovation and lead by action” [8].  
In a recent survey amongst 300 Fortune 1000 executives, 95% acknowledged the critical contribution 
of innovation for the future, yet over 50% reported that they had insufficient systems, tools or processes 
for fostering innovation [9].  
In another study published by McKinsey Quarterly, over 70% of senior executives had identified 
innovation as one of their top three business drivers into the future [10]. Over 65% of these executives 
were less than confident about their innovation decisions. This contrast between aspirations and execution 
was found to have been caused by management not being prepared or skilled for getting the best out of 
innovation.  
Innovation thought leaders like Clayton Christensen, Tom Kelley, Edward de Bono and Vijay 
Govindarajan are adding to the body of knowledge, consultancies entering the field and corporations 
adding innovation to their slogans. Innovation results, however, are still disappointing [11]. 
 
At national policy level, innovation in science and technology is seen as crucial to developing a more 
competitive foothold in the global economy, and to addressing pressing developmental needs. However, 
South Africa has yet to mobilize innovation effectively in support of economic growth to overcome the 
"innovation chasm" which is still a major weakness in our economy [12].  
 
The emerging economies of the world are also challenged to innovate. Increasingly there is evidence 
of countries like India and China integrating innovation at national strategic levels. Their innovation 
performance is improving as a result of a blend of innovation approaches and practices that are crafted to 
address broader socio-economic challenges and to introduce new competitive challenges into well-
established markets [13]. 
 
Most organizations have to re-examine and adjust their capabilities to compete in the changing and 
complex market place [14]. New professional and decision-making practices need to replace conventional 
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hierarchies typically associated with size, control, minimizing risk and equal treatment of all. Deliberate 
allowance for deviant behavior has allowed Apple and Facebook to thrive because of leadership. For 
innovation success, leaders need to identify, support, encourage and reward traits like deviance, 
creativity, passion and commitment. There is a need for transformation and review of business practices 
of leadership [15]. 
New competencies are thus required for leading in the context of increasing demands for innovation in 
many facets of organizations and society. Research findings suggest that the success behaviors of 
innovation leaders are indeed different from the leadership behaviors that are deemed to be sufficient in 
conventional leadership development initiatives [16],[17],[18],[19].Current literature suggests that there is 
a knowledge gap on which competencies might be required for successful innovation leadership. 
This paper puts forward a set of leadership competencies that could be integrated into a profile. Such a 
profile is intended to benefit current and aspiring leaders, their organizations, service providers [20] and 
the emerging innovation profession by putting forward some research findings based on the practices of 
28 successful innovation leaders in a science-based research and innovation organization in South Africa. 
 
2. Literature Review 
The multidisciplinary nature of the research on which this paper reports, made the choice of particular 
disciplines and their underpinning theories challenging because of the potentially biased research 
predispositions. As a consequence, the literature review covered conceptual areas deemed necessary for 
planning and execution of the study conducted.  
 
The broad field of management has been accommodating the increasing emphasis on innovation to 
some extent. The body of knowledge on management has increasingly been influenced by the modern 
knowledge-intensive organization and the need for change in management styles and practices to meet 
new demands. In 1968, management sciences pioneer, Peter Drucker, introduced the concept of 
discontinuity in organizations and challenged management to learn how to build and manage future 
organizations as groups of humans capable of anticipating the future, converting vision into technology, 
products and processes and willing and able to think for themselves [21]. In 2002, MIT Professor Clayton 
Christensen referred to innovation as “the new science of success” and predicted that innovation would 
become a new management discipline and profession [22].  
 
Despite the pioneering contributions of authors like Drucker and Christensen to make managers aware 
of the need for innovation in management practices, some managers have not yet been introduced to 
better ways of managing innovation and they are feeling ill equipped to lead  innovation [23].  
 
 Leaders in all organizations where new solutions need to be found and implemented, are affected. 
Science-based organizations are also affected and leadership in such organizations have become a new 
area of focus for some involved in providing business and executive education. At least one well-
established educational institution acknowledged the need for new competencies and admits that they still 
have to define what constitutes best practices, and to identify which kinds of leaders, governance and 
organizational structures would be most appropriate for leaders in science-driven enterprises [24]. 
 
It may thus be argued that at conceptual level, the review of management practices has begun, while at 
management practices level, the enhanced or improved practices have not yet been adequately studied, 
tested and adopted. The literature review was thus used to reflect on current understanding of the concepts 
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of innovation, leadership, innovation leadership, competency and profile to serve as basis for developing 
the innovation leadership competency profile, as further outlined below. 
 
2.1. Innovation 
Innovation is not new but its importance in the modern society and organizations has increased 
significantly and its scope broadened. From a new product development bias of the nineties [25], a 
broader understanding of innovation has evolved. Today, innovation also includes new technologies, 
processes, services, business models and practices and even organizational reinvention [26]. It is 
generally accepted that even successful business models are vulnerable and need to be re-evaluated from 
time to time to allow for innovation [27]. In similar vein, even the core practices of what innovation used 
to be about, namely new product development, have been re-innovated to make a shift from a linear 
process towards principle-based new product development [28]. 
 
While it may be argued that research on management of innovation should drive informed decision-
making on the topic, such research has been highly fragmented and non-cumulative with most 
contributions coming from narrow focus on three disciplines with hardly any overlap. These are research 
and development or technology management, new product development and marketing, and organization 
development with emphasis on change management, which leaves some gaps in terms of how 
organizations should innovate in their complex external relationships and learn from it [29]. 
 
A key requirement for innovation is coming up with new ideas. In the nineties, the emphasis was on 
creative genius. By applying specific techniques, creativity could be improved [30]. Many new 
techniques have become available for stimulating new ideas [31] that are relevant and new [32]. At the 
turn of the century, over 400 definitions of creativity existed [33].The concept of simplicity was 
introduced to simplify some of the complex challenges being posed to the creativity experts [34] and 
creative input from other stakeholders became accepted practice for co-creation of value. 
 
Another key requirement for innovation is implementation or uptake of ideas, commercially [35] and 
non-commercially. Early involvement of employees and other stakeholders, such as customers, lead-
users, research units and open innovation agents [36] became accepted practice. Leaders could engage 
people in new ways to bridge the gaps between people and possibilities [37]. Imitation as a form of 
innovation has also been acknowledged and some have benefitted from following this approach by 
copying leading innovations rather than pioneering their own which often allowed them to innovate 
faster, cheaper and at lower risk for themselves and their recipients [38]. 
 
Recent literature refers to innovation as a process with dynamic, social, complex or other 
characteristics where combinations or connections between variables are created for new insights to 
emerge and to manifest as new technologies, applications, markets and organizational practices aimed at 
value creation [39]. 
In light of the input considerations outlined above, innovation was interpreted in its broader sense to 
not only focus on new knowledge generation or ideas, but also on the implementation thereof. This 
interpretation has also informed the selection of the sample group of innovation leaders, as further 
explained in the sampling section and illustrated in Figure 1. With the current significance, scope and 
sources of innovation addressed, the rest of the literature review focuses on the leadership of innovation 
and the requirements for developing a competency profile. 
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2.2. Leadership 
Fayol, Drucker, Sloan and other pioneers of management have provided the foundations for our 
understanding that management entails planning, organizing, activating/leading and control activities 
within strategic, policy and regulatory parameters to achieve clearly formulated goals and objectives[40]. 
 
Renowned strategy expert Gary Hamel [41] challenges traditional management practices and 
assumptions that have changed very little while so much has changed in the management landscape. He 
claims that companies would soon be forced to change in ways for which there are no precedents. He 
warns that decades of orthodox management decision-making practices, organizational designs and 
approaches to employee relations could not prevent companies from faltering or escaping restructurings. 
He claims that the capacity to change and improve the world is bound by the capacity to manage and such 
management practices should lead in this endeavor [42].He points out that modern management comes 
from 19th century thinking where the goal was to maximize efficiency by minimizing deviations from 
standard practices.  
In recent years, the emphasis has shifted to include more leader-specific attributes and ensuring that 
these are acknowledged and integrated at institutional levels. The new emphasis includes systems views 
of the organization [43], change management [44], ability to manage conflict [45],  leadership pipelines 
[46], gender-specific leadership styles [47], purpose, emotional intelligence, engagement, alignment, 
shared accountability and commitment [48].  
From the above arguments, some justification may be found for the observation that authors in the 
innovation field tend to refer to innovation leadership instead of innovation management. The style of 
writing about management and leadership appears to be shifting. From a machine-type linear process-
driven language, the style and even contents today appear to reflect a more dynamic, people-centered, 
context-specific [49] and results-orientated style. The exception appears to be the kind of crisis brought 
about by global catastrophes that call for tough measures aimed at survival, such as checklist-driven 
approaches [50] but softened by the inclusion of essential leadership traits for hard times, in which 
people-centeredness is reiterated. These leadership traits include honesty, credibility, ability to inspire, 
connection with reality tempered with optimism, managing with intensity and boldness in building the 
future. The conclusion from literature reviewed, is that the concepts of management and leadership have 
different origins but are intertwined and essentially synonymous [51]. 
 
In terms of leadership theory, the transformational leadership school reflects some of the key changes 
in leadership practices to accommodate innovation, namely vision creation and ownership while , while 
building commitment to and soliciting creative contributions towards vision achievement [52]. Except for 
ego, the transformational leader and the level 5 leader described by Jim Collins of “Good to Great” fame 
appear to be similar because both emphasize the importance of a clear, compelling, shared vision and 
leaders who catalyze the creative contributions of people other than themselves towards achievement of 
the vision [53],[54]. 
Many others have since published in support of the work of earlier pioneers without substantially 
altering the existing knowledge base [55].Two of the most popular authors on the concept of leadership, 
Stephen Covey and John Maxwell, claim that leadership is essentially about influence [56],[57]. This 
approach influenced the departure point in the study being reported here, namely to focus on articulating 
what leaders do that seem to influence innovation performance in ways that result in innovation success. 
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2.3. Innovation leadership 
 
While innovation and leadership have both been featuring extensively in scholarly and general 
management literature for decades, the combination appears to be relatively new and growing fast. A 
Google search for “innovation leadership” revealed 74.9 million captions in 0.17 seconds (accessed 14 
April 2011) and 94.3 million captions in 0.21 seconds (accessed 17 August 2011), an increase of 25.9% in 
four months. 
Innovation leadership appears to be a new branch of study dealing with new complexities in value 
realization and the role of innovation in dealing with these. The first scholarly use of the term is uncertain 
but one such reference originates from a study by Carmeli who examined the importance of innovation 
leadership in cultivating the strategic fit of the organization with its environment, and enhancing various 
economic, relationship and product performance outcomes. The results suggest that innovation leadership 
significantly enhanced firm performance [58]. The study however failed to indicate to which extent the 
individual leader or a collective leadership had been studied, which limits the value of these insights in 
studying innovation leadership [59].  
Silicon Valley is often described as a benchmark of innovation excellence. It has become a major high-
tech center with networks of funders, engineers, professionals, innovator-entrepreneurs, technicians and 
software developers. This remarkable aggregation of talent, vision and capital is unmatched elsewhere in 
the world [60]. Innovation leaders made this happen. 
The creation of an innovation-friendly culture requires that leaders acquire new leadership skills to 
engage and lead staff [61]. These skills include coaching (as opposed to instructing) subordinates and 
facilitating collaboration across boundaries. Stimulating corporate imagination is becoming important and 
not many in leadership can do this or would even like to do so. It requires challenging the status quo, 
including beliefs about performance, technologies and markets. This allows for new inputs, envisioning 
the future and generating profound insights that are not constrained by current policies and procedures 
[62].  
 
Despite contributions and increasing volumes of research data, the research base on innovation 
leadership remains fragmented, discipline-specific [63] and seldom brought to the levels of integration 
needed for practical design and implementation of leadership development interventions [64]. At least 
one critical question remains unanswered, namely what it is that innovation leaders do that brings about 
success in innovation [65]? This question needs to be addressed because there are no indications yet that 
the pressure on leaders to drive innovation will decline. It is more likely to increase [66],[67]. 
 
Based on the insights conveyed, it should be clear that the concept of innovation leadership is still 
relatively new, yet acknowledged for its importance. Scholarly contributions to the knowledge base have 
been few and fragmented and lack integration, which serves as further support for what the current study 
aimed to contribute, namely a competency profile for innovation leaders.  
 
2.4. Competency 
In order to develop a competency profile, the concept of competency should be clarified. 
“Competency” refers to the complete blend of requirements to perform in a given context. It includes 
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being competent in uncertain and unpredictable situations that require more than the skills mastered in a 
professional area. Competencies can thus be seen as inclusion of skills, knowledge and attitudes, 
including the patterns of personal competencies and the way they work together for achievement [68]. 
 
The literature on how leadership competencies should be derived appears to be inconclusive. Job 
analysis used to be the primary mechanism for identifying the knowledge, skills and attitudes for a 
specific position. While not describing the concept of leadership competencies, Voskuijl and Evers [69] 
describe job analysis as one of the oldest human resource management tools which is being 
complemented by competency modeling to meet the requirements of the changing world. Following an 
extensive literature study, they conclude that “competency” definitions range from abstract psychological 
constructs to direct observable behavior, to something innovative and may even include something highly 
desirable. 
 
In light of the non-prescriptive range of approaches being used in competency formulation, the current 
study approached innovation leadership from first principles by identifying the competencies observed in 
leaders who achieved innovation success. 
2.5. Profile 
“Profile” refers to a structure or outline that is distinctive and recognizable. “Competency profile” as 
used in this study refers to the structured representation of distinctive features [70], in this case, 
competencies of successful innovation leaders. 
 
While acknowledging that behavior is a key element in competency, this study was not limited to 
behaviors. Commercially available behavior profile instruments, such as the DISC® Behaviour Profile 
and the Language and Behaviour Profile (LAB Profile) work of the Neuro-Linguistic Programming 
(NLP) fraternity, were excluded from the current study because of limited access and proprietary 
conditions. Both these profiles may have linkages to the outcomes of this study and further research may 
be conducted in future to investigate interfacing areas. 
 
3. Research Methodology 
 
“First I shall do some experiments before I proceed farther, because my intention is to cite experience 
first and then with reasoning show why such experience is bound to operate in such a way” [71]. These 
words from Leonardo da Vinci, the great genius from the Renaissance, underpin much of the approach 
adopted in the current study.  
 
Despite breakthroughs in thinking, knowledge and technologies over decades, the formalized 
management of innovation represents a relatively new and complex area for management scholars [72]. 
 
As emerging management discipline, innovation leadership appears to be lagging in theoretical 
foundations because of the general lack of tried and tested frameworks or validated models for innovation 
leadership. In light of the arguments presented, the current study was approached from a more pragmatic 
perspective with the intention to propose a competency profile for innovation leaders based on practices 
of successful innovation leaders. Such a framework may be subjected to further testing, validation and 
integrated with existing theory. 
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While the importance of competencies is emphasized by those involved in leadership development, no 
single agreed approach to the identification and formulation of competencies could be identified in 
literature [73]. Given the absence of such an agreed single approach, the current study adopted a 
pragmatic approach, starting with a broad approach and then narrowing the options down to a most 
appropriate set of competencies, as determined by observers involved in innovation projects with close 
exposure to innovation leaders being observed. 
 
The research design is graphically illustrated in Figure 1. The wide end of the funnel represents a long 
list of leadership competencies identified through the various sources. These sources include popular 
authors who published competencies for leadership success, commercially available programs of service 
providers active in 360-degree assessments and executive development, observations recorded by the 
researcher over decades of involvement in facilitation of innovation and related capacity-building 
programs as well as provision for inputs from respondents who felt that their observations had not been 
adequately reflected in the master list. 
 
The leadership competencies listed during this phase were incorporated in a questionnaire designed to 
determine the perceived significance of each in the success achieved by the innovation leader being 
assessed. This took place in the context of a science-based research and innovation organization (SBRIO) 
in South Africa. 
 
The innovation leadership competencies rated as most significant were then subjected to content 
analysis, and grouped based on similarity of meaning and placed into four descriptive quadrants to 
indicate the elements of a coherent profile. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1: Innovation Leadership Competencies Formulation Funnel 
 
3.1. Research Goal 
The essential research goal of the study reported on here was to develop a competency profile of 
successful innovation leaders in a science-based research and innovation organization in South Africa. 
The resulting profile may serve as basis for developing and reviewing a program of development for 
innovation leaders. 
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The achievement of the research goal would bring greater clarity on the competencies associated with 
successful innovation leadership as derived from a criteria-based sample of successful practitioners as 
well as newly published literature in the fast emerging field of innovation. 
 
 
3.2. Sample and Data Collection 
The potential target group for this research consisted of leaders with formal responsibility for 
innovation in science-based research and innovation organizations, including science councils, 
universities and research and development entities based in knowledge-intensive organizations in South 
Africa. This collection of people is also referred to as the national system of innovation or NSI [74]. 
 
This sector is strategically significant for strengthening the position of South Africa in knowledge 
economy in general, and specifically to achieve a range of societal transformation as well as research and 
technology innovation targets by 2018. Goals include strengthening of the science base in pursuit of new 
knowledge generation as basis for knowledge-based economic growth and development [75]. This 
national level plan expresses concern about the inability of the NSI to effectively mobilize innovation in 
support of economic growth and refers to an “innovation chasm” being a major weakness in the national 
economy. In light of the national strategic context as outlined, the current study focused on people 
appointed in managerial positions with innovation responsibility in the NSI. 
 
The NSI has approximately 31 000 members. Those appointed in managerial positions with 
responsibility for innovation leadership, are estimated to be in the order of 8%. This equates to a 
maximum of approximately 2 500 eligible leaders [76]. 
 
The top performing successful innovation leaders in the eligible group are estimated to be below 2%, 
or 50 individuals. Therefore, a criteria-based sample of 30 candidates would represent 60% of the actual 
estimated total target population. For purposes of the current study, successful innovation leaders 
included individuals who, in the SBRIO strategic operating context, have taken the results of research and 
development through to the innovation success zone as illustrated in Figure 2.  
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Figure 2: Innovation Success Zone 
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“Innovation success zone” is a term used here as a collective term derived from the Rand 
Corporation’s logic model approach to evaluating research outputs, outcomes and impacts that have been 
successfully introduced, with evidence, to address issues in a specific situation [77]. 
 
The culmination of research and development work to yield more than the generation of new 
knowledge is increasingly being viewed as what research and development stakeholders really require in 
exchange for funding and supporting research and development programs [78]. 
While the innovation success zone emphasis in Figure 2 is relatively new in scholarly literature, the 
Council for Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR) in South Africa has this written into their mandate, 
which is governed by national legislation. The mandate of the CSIR could be summarized as that of 
conducting directed and particularly multi-disciplinary research and technological innovation in support 
of national and other priorities for and with principals from the private or public sectors. Both 
competitiveness and socio-economic development related innovation are included [79]. 
For the purpose of the current study, selection criteria for successful innovation leaders further 
included the following: 
x Creative and research work under their leadership had proceeded further than basic or applied 
research in the research and innovation value chain. 
x Their research had manifested in one or more of the following: 
o patent(s) were granted; 
o license(s) were granted for commercial application; and/or 
o research work has culminated in innovation strategies and/or government policy derived from 
research. 
Data collection took place through a portfolio of methods. Literature studies formed the basis of the 
rationale for the study as well as the initial list of generic leadership behaviors to serve as initial input for 
considering innovation competencies. A semi-structured questionnaire was used by respondents to 
identify the success-related leadership behaviors of selected leaders. Subsequent processing of the data 
took place under scrutiny of senior leadership and institutional governance structures within the sample 
organization. 
 
For the identification of successful leaders in the selected organization, references solicited from 
colleagues and networks as well as internal organizational reports on performance excellence, were used. 
The results of the above rounds of research were used to construct an innovation leadership competency 
profile which may be seen as the crux of the contribution of this study towards the existing body of 
knowledge. 
 
3.3. Measures 
The integrated or hybrid research design implies use of both qualitative and quantitative research at 
different stages of the research, and includes the following elements: 
 
x Literature studies for determining what had been done in the field. 
x Leadership magazines, newsletters and social media platforms of other scholars in the field. 
x Interest groups and communities of practice active in the innovation leadership field. 
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x Semi-structured electronic questionnaires for identification of leadership behaviors that are seen by 
respondents as having high impact on innovation results with open questions allowing for inputs 
beyond what has already been captured. 
x Corporate reports, regulatory documents, performance parameters and excellence awards 
documentation to inform the formulation of success criteria and identification of successful 
innovation leaders. 
The processing of impact ratings on a 4-point semantic differential Likert sliding scale in the 
questionnaires was done by standard statistical means to determine averages and patterns for further 
processing and research. 
 
Respondents rated their perceived significance of each competency in the innovation leader’s success 
by selecting one of four descriptors, namely critical, useful but not critical, interesting but not useful and 
not relevant. All the competencies for which the majority of the 28 respondents indicated “critical” for 
innovation success were included in the shortened list before these were clustered. 
4. Results and Analysis  
Respondent ratings of the significance of each of the 573 listed generic leadership competencies 
revealed 48 competencies being rated as “critical” in the innovation leader’s success. Competencies being 
rated on averages of 3.48 and above on a 4-point scale with 0.27 standard deviation across all 28 
respondents, were included. 
 
A further qualitative content analysis of these 48 competencies revealed similarity and proximity in 
meaning that allowed for fewer and more substantive clusters to be formed without losing the essential 
descriptive character of the original 48 competencies. The resulting 20 competencies were further 
regrouped under four descriptive competency profile quadrants that may appear more generic but which 
still retained the distinctively different descriptive character of each. The end result is reflected in Table 1 
below. 
 
Table 1. Innovation Leadership Competencies  
 
Competency profile 
quadrants 
Critical leadership competency clusters 
Strategist 1. Develop and communicate a compelling vision 
2. Provide thought leadership (expressing thinking that is original 
and different) 
3. Ability to shape collective thinking 
4. Ability to facilitate high-impact decision-making 
5. Ability to lead by example 
6. Demonstrates exceptional leadership skills/abilities  
Capability builder 7. Ability to assess and manage across the innovation value chain 
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8. Facilitate an innovation-enhancing environment 
9. Facilitate improvement, learning/development  
10. Facilitate knowledge management 
11. Develop and maintain high-performance teams 
12. Build and maintain high-impact networks 
Matchmaker  13. Understand the contextual environment 
14. Apply entrepreneurial thinking 
15. Clear and compelling communicator 
16. Recognized influencer in the external environment 
Achiever  17. Ability to motivate others to superior performance 
18. Build a high-performance culture 
19. Manage individual and group performance 
20. Ability to achieve results 
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From the elements depicted in Table 1, the synthesis captured in Figure 3 below, represents the 
comprehensive innovation leadership profile of competencies believed to impact highly on innovation 
success. Each of the quadrants in the profile forms a critical and integral part of the profile and a narrative 
on each is captured in Table 2. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3: Innovation Leadership Competency Profile 
 
 
Table 2: Narratives on Quadrants of the Innovation Leadership Competency Profile 
 
Quadrant Narrative 
Strategist The strategist or direction setter is a recognized thought leader, who encourages thinking 
that is original, different yet relevant and who defines and prioritizes strategic issues, 
building pictures of the future and using it to inspire others and lead them towards it. 
This is a mature and confident leader, who addresses real-world issues, thinks through 
problems logically and systemically, is a good problem solver and decision-maker, who 
is able to assess the impacts of decisions taken, set demanding/stretching yet achievable 
targets and who motivates rather than manipulates co-workers to achieve these targets. 
Capacity 
builder 
The capacity builder builds teams and high-impact networks to facilitate the 
development of knowledge and solutions, helping co-workers to see the broader 
perspective, creating an environment where creativity and innovation skills flourish, 
facilitating the process of transforming new ideas and concepts into new intellectual 
assets and solutions. This leader is committed to learning by committing to and 
promoting personal growth, development and continuous learning, and by facilitating 
learning through the sharing of knowledge and experiences. The capability builder 
develops and maintains teams consisting of an excellent mix of talent, innovativeness 
and creativity and facilitates the creation and management of a shared 
knowledge/experience pool. 
Matchmaker The matchmaker is attuned to the needs and requirements of the various internal and 
external stakeholders and shares insights with co-workers/the team. This leader 
identifies and builds relationships with key people whose influence is critical in solving 
problems, sponsors and promotes emerging/new ideas and project initiatives, is able to 
network effectively and to present/communicate professional data and results effectively 
to different audiences. The matchmaker understands both the detail and context of the 
operating environment and the external and internal interfacing dynamics, grasps new 
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opportunities to accomplish goals or major assignments and is effective in building the 
image and optimizing the impact of the work being done. 
Achiever The achiever/performer is renowned for delivery capability, typically focusing on either 
the process to achieve results, or on the results themselves, but frequently on both. 
Her/she starts by clarifying who does what in setting performance goals and translates 
results into specific achievable outputs to conceptualize and reach outcomes and to 
anticipate and manage project impacts. This leader is results-focused, treats all people 
with dignity and respect and does not tolerate discriminatory practices, builds 
confidence in followers to perform effectively, creates an environment and associated 
processes that build team spirit and a sense of community and commands respect for 
creating the environment to deliver. The achiever promotes open and constructive 
communication, sets high standards for self and others, deals honestly with employees, 
colleagues and customers and is able to overcome resistance to change. 
 
The proposed innovation leadership competency profile has been endorsed by senior leadership and 
peer groups and innovation leaders in the sample organization over a three-year period and was converted 
into a 360-degree web-based assessment used for a leadership development program.  
 
Since the first presentations of the study results to senior leadership and appropriate decision-makers in 
the sample organization, eight leadership development programs have been presented where the proposed 
innovation leadership competency profile was used to assess performance of attending delegates and 
setting their development and learning priorities. A total of 157 attendees have been rated by over 1 400 
reviewers in 360-degree assessments. Pre- and post-assessments done to date show promising early 
improvements in leadership competencies and innovation results since. Further research is needed to 
report conclusively on this trend. 
 
4.1. Discussion 
A key observation from the findings presented, is that the knowledge gap expressed in the literature 
and the aim of the study to provide a competency profile for innovation leadership, have both been 
addressed through the creation of the proposed profile.  
 
The four-quadrant competency profile with its underpinning elements was proposed as framework for 
indicating the interdependence and coherent workings of these elements. From this framework, further 
validation may be conducted to establish a model. 
 
While different respondents place different values on the significance of individual competencies, the 
four quadrants were all derived from competencies rated as critically significant. The significance of the 
four quadrants suggests that none of them should be neglected in the application of the profile in a given 
innovation context. 
 
The profile breaks away from the mould of a linear mode by proposing a dynamic framework where 
different competencies contribute individually and collectively in a systemic manner for innovation 
leadership success. 
 
Bold leadership is needed to take innovation in the form of new solutions forward. The proposed 
profile provides a range of competencies that have been described by followers as highly significant in 
the successful pursuit of innovation leadership. Novice and experienced leaders may benefit from 
comparing their own practices with the competencies in the profile to influence personal development 
choices. 
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5. Conclusion 
The gap in knowledge about leadership competencies for innovation success was a primary reason for 
undertaking the current study. Literature reviews revealed the gap as well as the needs of innovation 
leaders and practitioners for the identification of leadership competencies for leaders in the innovation 
field. It was clear that the management discipline would have to innovate its management approaches and 
practices for managers to acquire the competencies to address the innovation leadership imperative 
confidently. From these considerations flows the purpose of this study, which was to propose a leadership 
competencies profile for use by innovation leaders themselves and other parties, such as their 
organizations, service providers in the leadership development field and practitioners in the innovation 
field. 
 
Available literature further revealed an increasing scholarly emphasis on innovation and the need for a 
more substantial body of knowledge on the topic, underpinned by theory to bring the innovation 
discipline to the same level of scientific rigor and critical thinking as other management disciplines. It 
was also observed that many contributions to the knowledge base appear to be discipline-specific and 
fragmented by nature. A consequence of myopic contributions is the lack of integrated responses to real-
world issues. Such contributions leave an important beneficiary of management studies, the manager, 
with the task of integrating elements into a more systemic, coherent actionable framework. The current 
study solicited observations from contributors from different disciplines and units across an organization 
to create a competency profile that is not owned by a particular field of study nor disguised in statistical 
posturing, but which aims to be usable in ways that improve leadership competencies and results in a 
short space of time. 
 
It is concluded that, despite its limited scale, the significance of the current study relates to the 
following contributions: 
 
x It provided a coherent profile of innovation leadership competencies rather than being just another 
contribution at individual element or specific discipline level. 
x The competencies were derived from observing successful innovation leaders in practice. 
x The profile is descriptive enough to serve as assessment framework for leadership development. 
x The profile leaves space for further refinement and validation to contribute further to 
professionalization of the innovation discipline.  
 
Recommendations are made within the context of a limited sample size and relatively weak base of 
research-backed theory in the field of innovation leadership. Further scholarly conversation and dedicated 
research into innovation leadership is encouraged and more specifically it is recommended that: 
 
x The proposed innovation leadership competency profile be subjected to further validation by testing it 
in other similar organizations. 
x The profile be applied in organizations that are less science- and technology-intensive than the sample 
organization to determine its relevance to innovation leaders across a broader spectrum of 
organizations and leadership landscapes. 
x The profile be further applied in the leadership development domain to determine the extent to which 
learning and development interventions lead to mastery of the innovation leadership competencies 
incorporated in the profile. 
 
Limitations of the study relate to the relatively small sample of innovation leaders studied and the 
organization-specific parameters used. These limit the extent to which the findings may be extrapolated to 
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innovation leaders beyond the organization and individuals studied. It should also be stated, however, that 
none of the research findings to date suggest that the findings would only apply to the research sample. 
Ongoing analysis since the release of these research findings and feedback from leadership development 
programs indicates that the identified competencies may be applicable to innovation leaders beyond the 
research sample. 
  
The controversial “innovate or die” message in the introduction to this paper [80] was intended by 
Tom Peters to unnerve or inspire leaders. If these words were notes to be taken up in a new piece of 
music being composed for innovation leaders, the notes are still there but the volume levels have 
increased. World-class musicians have since added their notes and parts of the emerging masterpiece are 
becoming recognizable amidst the noisy challenges that surround the modern-day leader. The notes in this 
article are intended to help turn notes into a symphony for those leaders who want to improve their 
innovation. Some may even become maestros, world-renowned conductors and composers in the process. 
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